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Japan Facing 2012 – New Solutions To 
Old Problems? 
His Imperial Majesty Heisei Tenno (referred to by non-Japanese speakers as “Emperor Akihito”) has  
summed up much of the mood which has dominated Japan since the triple disasters in March 2011 
of the Earthquake, Tsunami and Fukushima meltdown. In a poignant 31 syllable “waka” poem -  a 
literary form dating back 1300 years in Japan – His Imperial Majesty, concerning his visit to the 
victims of what is referred to as the Great East Japan Earthquake, wrote: 
“Enduring the pain 
Of this, their great misfortune 
Survivors live on 
Touched and deeply moved am I 
By the words of those people.”  1 
The devastation caused by these disasters has been massive. The US Geological Survey Office 
estimates that the entire Island of Honshu was thrust eight feet westward by the force of the ‘quake. 
Damage to property and infrastructure is estimated at US$300 billion and reconstruction time is 
estimated to take 10 years. Still, Japan has a highly disciplined and sharply focused people who will 
not allow themselves to be cowed and beaten by what is one of the worst cataclysms in their 
history. 
A number of questions, however, face the barely four- month-old government of DPJ Prime Minister 
Yoshihiko Noda.  
First, Mr Noda must persuade a critical and censorious electorate to accept his proposed plan to 
revive the economy through social security reform and an increase in the consumption tax from 5% 
to 10% in two stages by 2015. A nation-wide survey on 17 and 18 December 2011 has found that 
58% of respondents oppose the doubling of the tax, believing that such a measure will only increase 
economic hardship for the public, especially in the light of the rising Yen and the European debt 
crisis.2 
Second, Mr Noda must restore harmony within the ruling DPJ after the disruption that occurred 
under the Kan administration. In a conciliatory gesture, Mr Noda has appointed two key allies of rival 
power-broker Mr Ichiro Ozawa – these being Mr Azuma Koshiishi and Mr Kenji Yamaoka – to the 
important positions of DPJ Secretary-General and Chairman of the Public Safety Commission 
respectively.3 Mr Ozawa’s faction has some 50 lawmakers; whilst Mr Noda’s faction has some 40 
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lawmakers. The DPJ, faced with ongoing confrontation by the Opposition LDP and New Komeito, 
must put its house in order. 
Third, Mr Noda must maintain a “watching brief” on North Korea, following the death of Kim Jong Il 
of a heart attack on 17 December 2011. Mr Noda and the people of Japan are aware of the real 
threat to Japan’s security of North Korea’s “Nodong” series of medium-range missiles, which can 
strike any area in Japan within only a few minutes of launch. Mr Noda knows also that a possible 
power struggle may take place within the reclusive, secretive, authoritarian state amongst either 
members of the Korean Workers’ Party, or the Party and the Army or within the senior officer corps 
of the Army itself.4 
Fourth, Mr Noda must seek to ease strained relations with China, which, despite burgeoning trade 
and financial linkages, still regards Japan with enmity over the matter of proper Japanese remorse 
and contrition for war crimes. Japan itself is suspicious and sceptical of China’s oft-avowed “peaceful 
rise” policy and regards China as an “untrustworthy” neighbour. Scholars remark that “For now, 
China and Japan have different beds, but share the same dreams and nightmares.” 5 
Two other matters – domestic political gridlock and the military line-up in Northeast Asia – will 
heavily impact on Mr Noda and his government in 2012. 
Mr Noda is Japan’s sixth Prime Minister in just five years.  He must convincingly win the next DPJ 
Presidential election and also win a general election which may occur this year. He is already 
struggling with falling approval ratings (down from 54.6% last October to 44.6% last month) and may 
yet be replaced by Japan’s seventh Prime Minister in six years.6 Scholars, such as Professor Jun Iio of 
the National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies, express much of the widespread voter 
dissatisfaction with the current Parliamentary structure. He proposes Constitutional reforms of 
changing the present two thirds vote in the Lower House to over-ride an Upper House decision into 
a simple majority and that all budget bills, once passed by the Lower House, be fully enacted. He 
further proposes that all Prime Ministers stay in office until their term as a Diet Member expires and 
that the ruling party not hold leadership elections until the four year Lower House term expires.7 
Among all Japanese Prime Ministers since 1945, Mr Eisaku Sato is the longest-serving, having spent 
2,798 days in office from 1964 to 1972. It would seem that present-day Prime Ministers may 
consider themselves fortunate to last only one quarter of that time – the average term of Japan’s 
past 62 Prime Ministers having been just two years.8 
The military build-up in Northeast Asia is also a matter of vital concern to Mr Noda and to the 
Japanese people as a whole. Over the past five to ten years, a growing and disturbing pattern of 
increased weaponry acquisition and expanding budgetary expenditure has taken place. The massed 
armed personnel of China and North Korea in 2010 amounted to 3,420,000; arrayed against the 
armed personnel of South Korea, Taiwan and Japan which amounted to 1,361,000 – a numerical 
advantage of 1,019,000 or 74.8%. Moreover, some seven years ago in 2005, the Defence Intelligence 
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Agency estimated that North Korea’s nuclear weapons could number 12 to 15, including seven to 
eight plutonium bombs – a fearful prospect then and possibly even greater now. 
 
The overall military alignments and capabilities involving the PRC, the DPRK, the ROK, the ROC and 
Japan are detailed below. 
NORTH EAST ASIA: COMPARATIVE MILITARY STRENGTHS – 2010 
(Source: “Global Security. com”- Accessed 21 December 2011) 
COUNTRY TOTAL ARMED 
PERSONNEL 
NAVAL COMBAT 
SHIPS 
AIR COMBAT 
CRAFT 
CHINA 2,300,000 548 2,227 
NORTH KOREA 1,120,000 352 1,329 
SOUTH KOREA 786,000 170 500 
TAIWAN 303,000 149 510 
JAPAN 272,000 150 400 
 
Finally, it is apposite to close with considerations of government revenues and expenditures 
between 2000 and 2011 – a period marked by the most significant change of government (from LDP 
to DPJ) in more than 50 years of Japanese political life and public policy practice. 
To begin with, between 2000 and 2011, social security spending in Japan rose from 19.7% to 31.1% 
(a massive leap of 11.4 percentage points or 59%) and public works spending fell from 13.3% to 5.4% 
(a sharp drop of 7.9 percentage points or, again, some 59%) –thus piquantly differentiating DPJ 
policy from LDP policy.9 
Between 2000 and 2011, total revenue fell by 1,983 billion Yen (US$17.6 billion) or 0.9% and total 
expenditure rose by 20,809 billion Yen (US$267 billion) or 10.4% - these figures being adjusted for 
Yen/Dollar exchange rate variations over these years.10 
In Fiscal Year 2011, the largest form of revenue raising (47.9% - that is, 44 trillion Yen or US$565 
billion) was through government bond issues. The largest single item of expenditure (23.3% - that is, 
21.4 trillion Yen or US$275 billion) was for servicing the national debt.11 
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Given such statistics, the implications are that Mr Noda and his government must convince an 
increasingly disillusioned electorate that he and his colleagues can turn Japan’s economy around; 
that promised social security programmes can be funded; that the proposed increase in the 
consumption tax will not only raise much-needed revenues it will not impoverish the voters who 
must pay it; and that the DPJ is not a disunited party of squabbling ineffectual factions which make 
empty promises that cannot be implemented. 
His Imperial Majesty’s New Year message is especially relevant in this context, as he said “It is my 
hope that the new year will be a good, peaceful year for the people of Japan and the people of the 
world.”  12 
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